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Mystery  in  the  Migel 

Justin  Gardner,  Special  Collections  Librarian, 

Resource  Services 


The  model  of  the  blind  detective 
is  thought  to  have  begun  in  1913 
with  Ernest  Bramah  Smith’s 
character  Max  Carrados. 
Smith’s  stories  were  often 
published  alongside  Arthur 
Conan  Doyle  and  H.G.  Wells 
in  literary  magazines.  His 
Max  Carrados  character  used 
heightened  sensory  perception 
to  gather  information  that  was 
overlooked  by  the  sighted. 


Cover  of  The  Specimen  Case 

by  Ernest  Bramah  Smith. 


In  his  first  appearance,  The  Coin 
of  Dionysius,  Carrados  was  able 
to  determine  the  authenticity 
of  a  rare  coin  through  tactile 
inspection.  E.B.  Smith 
seemingly  thought  it  necessary 
to  make  Carrados  dependent  on  money  from  a  large  inheritance 
and  the  assistance  of  a  “faithful  manservant”  to  function  as  a 
detective.  The  author  even  included  “incredible-but-true  exploits 
of  the  blind”  in  his  books  in  what  may  have  been  an  attempt  to 
prove  that  the  abilities  of  his  detective  were  believable. 


Baynard  Kendrick  was  the  first  American  to  volunteer  for 
the  Canadian  Army  during  the  First  World  War.  While  serving 
overseas,  Kendrick  was  visiting  a  wounded  comrade  in  St. 
Dunstan’s  Home  in  London.  He  was  awed  by  a  blinded  veteran 
who  was  able  to  completely  deduce  Kendrick’s  service  history 
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just  by  feeling  all  of  the  insignia 
on  his  uniform.  The  impression 
that  soldier  made  eventually 
resulted  in  Kendrick’s  blind 
detective  character,  Captain 
Duncan  Maclain.  Captain 
Maclain  was  a  hard-boiled 
detective  typical  of  the  1 940s. 

He  was  a  WWI  veteran  who 
would  “shoot  to  kill”  by  sound. 

But  he  was  also  sensitive 
to  the  slightest  inflection  in 
someone’s  voice  and  was  a 
master  chess  player.  Maclain 
battled  Nazi  espionage  with  his 
dogs  Schnucke  and  Dreist,  The  covers  of  The  Odor  of  Violets  and  Blind  Man’s  Bluff  by 
who  were  named  in  real  life  by  Baynard  Kendrick. 

Jack  Humphries  of  the  Seeing 

Eye  Home.  Maclain  starred  in  14  novels,  several  radio  dramas,  and  two  movies.  Because  of 
the  extensive  research  Kendrick  conducted  when  he  created  Captain  Maclain,  the  U.S.  Army 
asked  Kendrick  to  work  with  the  rehabilitation  of  veterans  who  were  blinded  during  WWII. 

That  experience  with  veterans  was  the  basis  for  his  novel  Lights  Out,  later  adapted  for  the  film 
Bright  Victory. 


18th  century  engraving  of  Sir 

John  Fielding. 


More  than  80  years  after  Max  Carrados  first  exemplified  the 
blind  detective,  author  Bruce  Cook  Alexander  began  writing 
his  Sir  John  Fielding  series.  Set  in  18th  century  England, 
the  series  is  unique  in  that  its  detective  is  based  upon  a  real 
person.  Sir  John  Fielding,  often  called  “The  Blind  Beak,”  was 
a  magistrate  and  social  reformer  who  was  known  for  being 
able  to  identify  thousands  of  criminals  by  voice.  Fielding 
helped  found  London’s  first  professional  police  and  detective 
force,  and  developed  the  first  system  to  organize  and 
distribute  criminal  records.  From  judicial  corruption  to  horse 
racing,  each  novel  brings  to  life  a  different  aspect  of  English 
society  of  the  late  1700s.  While  the  series  is  loosely  inspired 
by  the  historical  Sir  John  Fielding,  the  writing  quality  and  the 
historical  accuracy  of  the  books  is  well  agreed  upon. 

The  APH  Migel  Collection  holds  books  by  all  three  authors, 
and  several  books  by  Ernest  Bramah  Smith  and  Baynard 
Kendrick  have  been  digitized  for  Internet  Archive. 


